Response

To the Editor:
We thank Pope and Waldman for their thoughtful response to our recent article in CHEST (December 2007) 1 and acknowledge that they made several excellent observations about the limits of mediation as a general strategy for resolving disputes. As applied to the problem of medical futility, however, the validity of their critique hinges entirely on the penultimate word of their letter, "inappropriate." They claim that providers need "a clearly defined statutory safe harbor to unilaterally refuse requests for inappropriate treatments," thereby implying that the word "inappropriate" has a commonly understood meaning or agreed-on definition. The truth is that no such meaning or definition exists.
Consider, for example, that while some requests for lifesustaining treatments are certainly the results of denial, delusion, or magical thinking, others emerge from genuine commitments to fundamental values. For example, some people believe that judgments about "quality of life" from neurologic disability should not be a factor in making decisions about the withdrawal of life support. While this belief is not popular, it is not irrational. Our country is (or at least should be) committed to protecting the rights of people to hold and to act on minority viewpoints. While we do not guarantee that these views will always prevail, they certainly deserve legal protection.
The Texas law, as we understand it, circumvents these protections in at least two ways. First, it grants hospital ethics committees the sole authority to determine the meaning and definition of the word "inappropriate." While acknowledging that these committees are composed of thoughtful, compassionate, and wellmeaning individuals, the members are typically physicians, nurses, social workers, and other employees of the hospital, many of whom have unavoidable financial and psychological connections to the hospital, creating untenable conflicts of interest. Even the so-called community members of the ethics committee are often individuals who have chosen to serve because of the 
